In many of today's oceans and seas, the bases of marine food chains -masses of tiny single-celled plants known as phytoplankton -are becoming better suited to jellyfish than fish. In fact, jellies are generally out-competing fish for food resources. In doing so, they also pose a threat to the human race, which depends on healthy oceans and fish populations for its survival.
While jellyfish aren't plants, they are, in a very real sense, weeds, according to CSIRO marine scientist, Dr Lisa-ann Gershwin, author of Stung!, an internationally acclaimed book on jellyfish.
As Dr Gershwin points out, weeds are opportunistic generalists. They can tolerate a wide range of conditions and eat almost anything. They have a short life cycle, breed prolifically and are hard to eradicate -the basic job description for jellyfish. And, in the same way that clearing a block of native vegetation means that -left to itself -an area will jellyfish. And, in the same way that clearing a block of native vegetation means that -left to itself -an area will become infested with weeds, what humans have been doing to the oceans has opened the door for a jellyfish invasion.
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Overfishing is part of it, but there are other factors at play, like the growing fad for health supplements. To satisfy our appetite for krill oil in particular, we've fished further down the food chain and taken a lot of krill, a staple for penguins. In many areas, krill have now been replaced by copepods: tiny crustaceans less than one-hundredth the size of krill. While copepods are too small for penguins to eat, they're just fine for jellyfish.
In fact, because they eat anything, jellyfish can flourish in overfished waters. A case in point is the Bering Sea, the source of many a fast-food chain fishburger. So high is the jellyfish biomass in the Bering Sea that areas near an intensively fished spot called the 'Donut Hole' have now become known as the 'Slime Bank'.
The problem of jellyfish blooms doesn't end when they die. The mass of carcasses sink to the seafloor and decompose. In large enough numbers, the rotting mass creates an environment that is depleted of oxygen and rich in hydrogen sulphide -in short, a lifeless desert.
Ballast water from ships is another human intervention that's aided the spread of jellyfish. In both their medusa and polyp phases, jellyfish are able to survive long voyages and rapidly establish themselves in their new location. The Australian spotted jellyfish, for example, has established colonies in the US, the Mediterranean, and off the coast of Brazil.
Another example occurred when a type of Mnemiopsis -or sea walnut -arrived in the Black Sea via ballast water in 1982. With the ecosystem already weakened by massive overfishing of anchovies (which live on phytoplankton), the jellies flourished, feeding on the excess plankton and out-breeding the fish. By 1989, the population of Black Sea Mnemiopsis was estimated at 400 individuals per cubic metre.
